Ravaged, Everything Burned received two glowing reviews in The New York Times-one from Edmund White and one from Michiko Kakutani. (Kakutani also chose it as one of the best books of 2009.) Tower visited Iowa City in February 2010 to promote the paperback edition of the collection. He is charming, quirkily handsome, and quite possibly the most self-effacing young man writing today. This interview took place on two occasions-the first after
Tower's reading at Prairie Lights bookstore, the second the following day.
Sarah Fay: You revised these stories for eight years. Is that right?
Wells Tower: Something like that. I did such violent revision to the stories that my editor started to worry about me. To some extent the revisions were informed by trying to make the story better, but it did get to a point where I
would just keep revising and revising and revising not out of any real edito rial intelligence but just because I wanted to be a better writer than I am.
My feeling about revision is that we don't really know what our stories are about even after the fifth or sixth draft. It's not until I've got some distance
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The Iowa Review www.jstor.org ® from a story that I can look at it and see that there is actually a real emotional problem that the story is hinting at. Then the process of revision is about choosing characters, scenes, moments, and style that will get at that emotion in the most effective way.
SF: You've said you revised the story "Retreat" kamikaze-style.
WT: It was originally published in McSweeney's from the point of view of the younger brother. The younger brother is this smart-ass who is pretty sym pathetic, and his older brother is this terrible blowhard. The older brother behaves badly and continues to behave badly and is ultimately punished for his bad behavior by ingesting a possibly lethal bit of rotten moose meat.
To me, that seemed like a flat line on the moral complexity curve. When I revised it, I thought it would be such a better story-a more interesting assignment-to try to tell it from the standpoint of the unsympathetic char acter. So that's what I did.
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SF: Do you treat all your revisions as "assignments"?
WT: I did similar things with a lot of the stories. Often I didn't look at the first draft when I went back to revise. "Revision" was writing a new story, trying to germinate a new story from the initial bit of inspirational dna.
SF: In your stories, the emotional climax is often very subtle.
WT: There aren't huge revelations. I don't think people are like that. We plan to be nicer, do more yoga, eat more fiber-we think like that all the time, but we just never follow through. But at certain points in the stories, the charac ter comes up with some idea of who he or she wants to be.
SF: And there aren't any happy endings. In "Encounter," Lucy just leaves the restaurant, but you can tell it's a relief of some kind-her version of fiber and yoga.
WT: For me, that was a happy ending. She finally tells Roger she's not going to put up with it anymore. In these stories, the nirvanas the characters get to experience are pretty low amplitude. My favorite ending is in "Door in Your There are these reversals. And I have a real aversion to stories that end with the pendulum right in the middle. I like a radical swing right at the end.
Like the ending of The Graduate. I like endings where people think they want something and they get that thing and then it turns out that that's the wrong thing. That's often how it is for us. It's interesting what you're saying about Cheever. That seems remark able to me. Right after I got out of graduate school I was surviving doing magazine work and had great gigs with a few different magazines. I was never forced to write newsy stuff or celebrity profiles. They would just give me a topic, a human subject to go and chase for a while, and I would spend time with truckers, or people who hung out at a horse track, or people who worked at Wal-Mart. Basically, they were character studies, maybe eight to ten thousand words. Because there was no angle and nothing was off-limits for the story, I would have fifty to a hundred thousand words of notes for a ten-thousand-word story. The process of assembling a piece was cold carpen SARAH FAY try. I would see a scene that was good and another that was okay, and I would hammer those together. For years, I was trying to do the same thing with fiction. I would write a hundred-fifty-page draft for what was supposed to be a thirty-page short story, but for me fiction has to find its way into a much smaller place. And there has to be a coherence of emotion. Just spinning a bunch of ideas and trying to cook that into something that is meaningful and says something that's important about how people are-that never worked for me. Those always just disintegrated.
SF: Do you start with a kernel then? Ezra Pound said that a poem was an organic form, and one has to let the tree grow.
WT: The best of my stories actually tend to be about the same length, usu ally between six and ten thousand words. For me, it's so much easier to say, "I will not let this story get bigger than a thousand words. I'm going to try really hard to constrain it." And then you let the story get bigger and weirder, but you still have to control it. WT: I try really hard to get away from it as much as I can, but I'm just as bad as anybody else with the Internet. Left to my own devices, I'd spend all day looking at shoes. I kind of feel bad for our generation. I grew up word processing, being able to cut and paste. It seems ridiculous that we should be writing on what's basically a television. Why are we using that machine to create literature? I'm waiting for somebody to develop a really good word processor with no web capability. Soon, the culture is going to realize we don't always have to be looking at dog collars on eBay seventeen hours a day. We're going to be more selective about it. We know it trains us to read in a different, worse way. Reading on the Internet is basically a gist harvest. SF: How did you know you wanted to be a writer?
WT: I think I was weirdly quite young. I had a strange appetite for language.
In first grade, I wrote a couple of plays. One was a combined moral lesson on pet care and tooth decay. In college, I wanted to major in literature, but I somehow convinced myself that that would be a bourgeois and decadent thing to study. I majored in sociology and anthropology and thought I was going to get a PhD, but I just despised what the academics were doing with language. It was often an exercise in obscuring rather than actually revealing anything about people. For me, literary writing was a better way to get out of it.
SF: Is your family funny?
WT: My family is very funny. They're linguistically agile people who tend to say things that they don't even realize are funny. My father was telling me about a run-in he had with a policeman many years ago. He was telling it as a painful memory. The policemen was yelling, "Do you want me to haul you downtown and lock you up?" My dad said, "Well, that wouldn't be my first choice." That kind of courtly delivery is hilarious to me. I don't know if they're a humor-family; they're bright people who like to laugh at things. SF: Do you think in terms of a traditional plot structure?
WT: Not really. I can't remember who said this, but in a short story some thing should happen but not too much. In short stories, the trick is often to try to find a way for fewer things to happen. There might be six or seven dramatic ideas or sources of friction that will constitute the story in a rich way, but then it's a matter of paring them down. Six or seven dramatic scenes diffuse a story. You can really only manage one or two. WT: The public part. It's a strange thing. Even the minor success of this book has been a distraction. Last year there was a book tour and then I agreed to go to a lot of literary festivals because I was amazed that anybody would fly me to Australia for a week and put me up in a fancy hotel. I said yes to enough of those things that it really derailed my writing. I was getting on a plane about every ten days. I didn't read any reviews, and I wouldn't look at anything that anybody said online about the book because, it seems, once you let people tell you what kind of artist you are, there is a real risk that then, when you sit down to work, you try to be that artist.
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